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Julius Caesar
A play of our time?

Julius Caesar (100–44 BCE) was a triumphant Roman general whose ambition to become sole ruler of Rome 
provoked his assassination by his Republican opponents who did not want to see absolute power held by one 

man. Shakespeare’s play (1599) follows the bloody consequences as Caesar’s followers whip up the fury of 
the Roman people, and the conspirators, led by Brutus and Cassius, become bitter enemies.

 texts in context

1599
The play was first performed in a climate of censorship, when fears of what might follow the 
childless queen’s death were running high. Elizabeth’s subjects dreaded a return to the chaos that 
had followed her father, Henry VIII. The lack of a mature and settled heir, religious turmoil and 
bloodshed, foreign threats to an insecure government — all these anxieties provided a context 
which made the fate of Julius Caesar and his successors highly relevant to a Tudor audience. 

Past and present 
Successive performances have recontextualised the play. While 
its original audience were used to finding relevance to their times 
in depictions of Roman history, later audiences find the play’s 
themes pertinent to their own circumstances. Any critic who 
demands that a production should aim to authentically reproduce 
the experience of the play’s Tudor staging is asking the impossible. 
After all, Shakespeare used an English translation of Plutarch’s Lives 
for his Roman plays, so he was already engaged in interpreting 
and reworking stories that reflected the preoccupations of his 
contemporaries.

Each age transforms Shakespeare’s plays into its own image. In 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, productions focused 
on nobility and Roman virtue; gory passages were suppressed. By 
contrast, recent productions invite us to think of current political 
turmoil across the world; they emphasise contradictions, conflict 
and violence. Stephen Greenblatt, professor of the humanities at 
Harvard University, has recently said the point of the play is that 
it can be dangerous to get what you think you want, and that the 
assassination of a hated leader ‘could bring an end to the very 
republic you’re trying to save’ (Beckett). But although Shakespeare’s 
contemporaries may have agreed that the conspirators had failed to 
consider the consequences of assassinating Caesar, they would have 
seen the play very differently. Tudor England was a monarchy, not a 
republic, and Elizabeth’s subjects may well have preferred an absolute 
monarch to the prospect of civil war. 

New York, 1937
Orson Welles’s production in New York reflected 
the rise of fascism in Europe. Caesar was shown 
as a totalitarian ruler with ‘striding height, 
jutting chin, cross-belted military tunic, sleek 
modern breeches’ (Time, 22 November 1937). 
Antony delivered his rabble-inflaming eulogy 
against vertical searchlights, as if at the Nazi 
Nuremberg rally. Subtitled Death of a Dictator, 
the production’s Brutus was a liberal who 
created calamities worse than those he tried 
to avoid. The gruesome murder of the innocent 
poet Cinna displayed a mob that could not be 
reached by truth or reason. 

London, 2012
Wildly conflicting reviews of Phyllida Lloyd’s all-women production from Charles 
Spencer of the Telegraph and Michael Billington of the Guardian reveal how much a 
performance owes to the predetermined mindset of its audience. The conservative 
Spencer quoted Dr Johnson on women preaching (‘like a dog’s walking on its hind 
legs’). He found the staging of Mark Antony’s rabble-rousing speech ‘crass and 
attention-seeking’ and concluded ‘that it is not just Caesar [who] has been murdered 
but the play itself’. 

By contrast, the left-wing Billington called it ‘witty, liberating and inventive… 
tap[ping] into the anti-authoritarian instinct that runs through the play’ (Billington 
2012a). While Spencer felt alienated by the ‘edgy and uncomfortable noisy outbreaks 
of live punk’, Billington commented that the music was ‘excellent in the way it 
evokes military conflict’. Also writing in the Guardian, Susannah Clapp comments 
that Lloyd’s all-woman cast has the play ‘wired unforgettably into the 21st century’.

Stratford, 2012
Greg Doran’s all-black production for the Royal 
Shakespeare Company was set in an unspecified African 
country: ‘a site of political and ideological contest, and 
not a static place mired in an unchanging anthropological 
past’ (Cole). The looming bronze statue of Caesar on 
stage echoed familiar television news footage of dictators’ 
statues being pulled down as regimes topple. Brutus 
(played by Paterson Joseph) was not the traditional figure 
of an idealist out of his depth in the world of real politik, 
but a man ‘of quixotic temper swathed in self-regard’ 
(Billington 2012b). The production’s unusually large crowds 
of plebeian Romans were exploited by politicians from all 
parties.

New York, 2017
The 2017 New York Shakespeare in the Park production of Julius Caesar 
hit the headlines, as Caesar bore more than a slight resemblance to 
Donald Trump. Delta Airlines and Bank of America withdrew their 
funding and heckling members of the audience interrupted the show. The 
objection was that ‘the Public Theatre chose to present Julius Caesar in a 
way that was intended to provoke and offend’ (Beckett). The production’s 
defenders insisted that the role of theatre is to provoke debate. 

In a recent article in ENGLISH REVIEW (Vol. 27, No. 1), Emma Smith refers 
to ‘a kind of fluidity, even evasiveness’ in Shakespeare’s plays which 
allows them to be constantly reinvented by each director, actor and 
audience member. A Tudor play about ancient Rome nevertheless offers 
us a way to map its themes and arguments onto the conflicts of our own 
contemporary world.
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